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School days in Haddington, East Lothian:









of	Church	of	Scotland.1 School-building was arguably the first and the 
most	visible	of	the	activities	of	the	School	Boards	elected	by	rate	payers	
which	 received	 their	 grants	 from	 the	Scotch	Education	Department	
(‘Scotch’	was	changed	to	Scottish	in	1918).
The first pupils entered the Knox Institute on 1st	October	1879.	It	was	
named	in	recognition	of	 the	generally	accepted	fact	 that	John	Knox	







a central hall with spacious classrooms surrounding it on three floors.
The	Porteous	boys,	Alexander	and	Norman,	enrolled	in	the	Elementary	
School of the Knox Institute at the age of five, one year earlier than 
most pupils. Although the age range for attendance was five to fourteen, 





domestic service, first at home, then some richer person’s scullery’.4	
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children in Scotland aged fifteen were still at school.6	The	Knox	Institute	
was	therefore	a	mixed	ability	school	unlike	city	Higher	Grade	Schools	
which,	to	quote	Sir	Henry	Craik,	the	Secretary	of	the	Scotch	Education	


















who were certificated at that time (this rose to 97.5% by 1914).9	John	
Porteous	 graduated	MA	 at	 Edinburgh	 in	 1879	 and	was	 appointed	
a	 junior	master	 at	 the	Knox	 Institute	 in	 1883	with	 a	 salary	 of	 £90	












The	 purpose	 of	 the curriculum	 according	 to	 Sir	Henry	Craik	was	
‘to	 socialise	 children	 into	 a	morally	 responsible	 attitude	 to	 society,	
supportive	of	 the	Union	 and	 the	Empire’.12 Norman benefited from 
Craik’s	 new	vision	 in	which	he	 abolished	 the	 ‘payment	 by	 results’	





John Porteous spent some time in Germany for the specific purpose 
of	 introducing	 the	German	 language	 into	 his	 curriculum	 at	 the	




1905)	 teaching	methods	 could	 not	 be	 other	 than	 formal:	 reciting	
the	 tables,	 copperplate	 handwriting,	 reading	 aloud	 and	 the	Shorter	
Catechism.	The	ubiquitous	slate	was	used	before	advancing	to	the	pen	




performed boys even then: 5.7% gained the Merit Certificate.13
Discipline	was	strict	but	with	the	ending	of	‘payment	by	results’	(grants	
to	schools	depended	on	the	performance	of	children	in	the	six	Standard	
Tests)14	 there	was	 some	 relaxation	 from	 corporal	 punishment;	 but	
discipline	remained	harsh	and	the	tawse	(the	belt)	was	the	instrument	






































of	Bible	stories	and	 the	encouragement	of	 their	 insatiable	curiosity.	
Occasionally,	 he	 interrupted	 their	 play	with	 suggestions	 of	 a	 short	
reading	from	such	as	Alice in	Wonderland, Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s 




About the age of fifteen Norman decided that his future lay in the church 
and	his	father,	quietly	and	without	fuss,	suggested	that	he	should	learn	
Greek.	He	provided	the	books	and,	with	his	brother	who	had	already	
mastered	 the	 fundamentals	of	Latin	and	had	already	 taught	himself	
Greek,	they	helped	Norman	achieve	his	ambition.	To	quote	Norman:	
‘I	owe	everything	to	my	parents	and	to	my	brother.’	When	Norman	





were conscripted and became commissioned officers during the 1914-
18	War	to	serve	in	France.
From	my	many	 chats	with	Norman,	when	 he	 happily	 recalled	 his	
affection	and	deep	respect	for	his	parents	during	his	childhood	at	home	
and	his	schooling	at	the	Knox	Institute,	it	became	eminently	clear	that	
his	life	was	moulded	from	an	early	age	and	his	that	admiration	of	his	
parents,	teachers	and	friends	led	to	total	dedication	to	his	work	and	to	
God.	I	stood	in	awe	of	his	scholarship	and	his	monumental	work	and	
study	and	I	told	him	so,	but	in	his	self-effacing	way	he	would	have	none	
of	it.	He	simply	averred	that:	‘I	was	only	good	at	passing	exams’	-	the	
greatest	understatement	and	humility	that	I	have	ever	encountered.
